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ABSTRACT

Many theories have been presented as a means of exploring elite white women’s
social roles in the aftermath of the American Revolution. However, those theories most
often focus on the experiences of the adult. The purpose of this study is to explore the
development and creation of the republican woman.
I first examine various theories describing republican womanhood. I then offer a
case study for Republican Motherhood: Thomas Jefferson and his daughters, Patsy and
Polly. I explore how Jefferson created the type of daughter he believed to be best suited
for the new republic and present a new interpretation of women’s roles: the Deputy Son.
I argue that the republican woman was the product of a long developmental process
affected by the choices of the individual and that these women enacted many roles during
their lifetimes.

PATSY JEFFERSON:
DEPUTY SON

Out of the growth of women’s history in the 1960s and 1970s came a desire to
understand the complexities of women’s lives in the Early Republic. Many scholars
theorized how some women’s lives were transformed by the American Revolution and its
corresponding ideology. The concept of Republican Motherhood arose out of that new
wave of scholarship and has become one interpretation of certain women’s lives in the
years following Revolution.
Republican Motherhood and alternate theories emphasize ideology and social
ideals. Historians who accept these theories invariably focus on the adult, white woman’s
experiences, failing to recognize the process of development; the republican woman was
not an overnight creation. Does the concept of Republican Motherhood accurately reflect
the reality of some women’s lives in the Early Republic? Did all republican thinkers
accept the call for changes in women’s social roles? What role did the individual play in
accepting or rejecting this ideology? Can women’s actions be classified within only one
role or category? Here I shall present one republican family—Thomas Jefferson and his
daughters, Martha [Patsy] and Maria [Polly]—as a case study of Republican Motherhood,
and I will consider how the prevailing republican rhetoric was transmitted and
incorporated into women’s lives. The republican woman is not easily categorized; she
embodied an amalgamation of roles. Furthermore, individual nature played an important
part in the creation of this woman.

Linda Kerber defined the term Republican Motherhood in the early 1970s, drawing
particular attention to the concept with her seminal article, “The Republican Mother.”
Kerber relies on republican ideology as the foundation for her argument that motherhood
took on a greater significance after the American Revolution; motherhood provided
women with a more socially significant, politically based role in society.1 She theorizes

1 Linda Kerber, “The Republican Mother: Women and the Enlightenment—An American Perspective,”
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that women, as mothers, seized political power denied to them through traditional outlets.
Since its initial publication, Kerber’s interpretation has been explored and criticized,
dismissed by some historians, reinvented by others—including Kerber herself. Some
criticisms of Republican Motherhood surround the limitations of its conceptualization.
Republican Motherhood also does not apply to a broad range of women in the Early
Republic; it is necessarily limited by class and race to middling and elite native-born white
women. Yet the importance of Kerber’s work as a tool for understanding the changes
occurring in women’s lives in the years following the Revolution remains.
Women had actively participated in the Revolutionary cause; they organized
boycotts of British goods, raised money and provided supplies for American troops,
cooked and cared for troops in army camps, and single-handedly ran businesses and raised
families. Yet after independence, women remained locked within the same social and
political boundaries they had been in before the war. Kerber attacks the conservative
nature of the American Revolution by arguing that the Founders consciously refused to
consider changes in women’s social and political roles; the subordination of women was
intentional. Those leaders were “purchasing political stability at the price of backing away
from the implications of the sexual politics implied in its own manifestos.”2 They ignored
the contradiction between women’s subservient social status and the principles of
independence they espoused.
Married women’s legal status and lack of independence remained the same in the
new republic. Coverture—which assured husbands of the right to their wives’ property
upon marriage—remained the norm. Kerber offers the comparison between the Founders’
attention to coverture and slavery; the scattered efforts to abolish slavery follow the fact
that all men did not reap the rewards of that institution. On the other hand, Kerber argues,

American Quarterly XXVTII (Summer 1976): 187-205.
2 Kerber, Toward and Intellectual History o f Women (Chapel Hill & London: University of North
Carolina Press, 1997), 98.
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every man theoretically was in a position to benefit materially from marriage; therefore “it
does not seem to have occurred to any male patriot to attack coverture.”3 There were
leaders who addressed the unfair treatment of women; in terms so familiar to Americans,
St. George Tucker questioned why women were taxed without representation, yet
changes in women’s political status were never seriously considered.
Women’s relationship to the state therefore remained limited. In all states (except
New Jersey) women were denied the vote. In the words of Thomas Jefferson,
“dependence begets subservience.”4 Thus, their propertyless status assured lawmakers
that women were incapable of independent judgment. “The material dependence of
women was well established in the early republic.”5 That dependent state led thinkers to
assume that women’s opinions and judgment could be swayed or purchased. As women
were unable to enter into contracts, it followed in theory that they could not enter into the
social contract. Citizenship, so important to the republic, indirectly remained defined by
gender. In classical terms, a citizen was defined as one who could take up arms in defense
of the city; because women did not serve in the military and protect the republic, they
could not claim its protection. Their lack of political status meant that “the woman’s
state” was “the family circle.”6
Republican principles constitute the foundation of Kerber’s argument. Those
beliefs consumed the minds of the founders and subsequently permeated the creation of
the new nation and defined, in theory, the roles each member of society was to play.
Republican rhetoric hinged on anxiety, for the fate of the republic rested on the virtue of
its citizens; “enlightened morality lay at the heart of republicanism.”7 Education,

3 Kerber, Intellectual, 129.
4 Quoted in Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism o f the American Revolution (New York: A. A. Knopf,
1992; reprint, New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 179.
5 Kerber, Intellectual, 89.
6 Kerber, Intellectual, 56.
7 Wood, Radicalism, 192.
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therefore, took on an even greater importance, as citizens needed to have the knowledge
that would allow them to elect their “leaders wisely, defeat ambition and corruption in
politics, and protect liberty by keeping a vigilant eye on government.”8 Theoretically, only
an educated electorate could prevent the corruption and abuses of power of immediate
concern to the patriots. History was assumed to proceed through cycles of progress and
decline; after the triumph of the American Revolution, a period of decline seemed
inevitable. Public virtue could forestall that decline. Public service and civic duty were
obligations embraced by responsible male citizens; personal interest was to be secondary
to the needs of the nation. All of these characteristics—virtue, responsibility, public duty,
simplicity—were to be embodied by the members of the republic and “every adult citizen
had an obligation to play an intelligent and thoughtful role in shaping the nation’s
destiny.”9
The theory of Republican Motherhood highlights the importance of women’s role
as guarantors of masculine—and therefore societal—virtue. Kerber, like Ruth Bloch,
suggests that the interpretation of virtue changed from masculine to feminine, resulting in
a corresponding shift in gender identity. Femininity now carried positive connotations and
social importance because the future of “social morality” was “largely depending on
female influence.”10 Women were to monitor men’s morals and virtue; “The Republican
Mother’s life was dedicated to the service of civic virtue; she educated her sons for it; she
condemned and corrected her husband’s lapses from it.”11 Because the very fate of the
republic was believed to rest on the inculcation of this virtue, “Virtue would become for
women what honor was for men: a private psychological stance laden with political

8 Carl F. Kaestle, Pillars o f the Republic: Common Schools and American Society, 1780-1860, (NY: Hill
and Wang, 1983), 6.
9 Kerber, Intellectual, 62.
10 Ruth H. Bloch, “The construction of gender in a republican world,” The Blackwell Encyclopedia of
the American Revolution, ed. Jack P. Greene and J. R. Pole (Cambridge, MA.: Basil Blackwell, 1994),
601.
11 Kerber, Intellectual, 58.
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overtones.”12 Kerber argues that within this role of mother and teacher, “women’s
domestic influence and maternal duties composed a positive social role.”13 To writers like
Benjamin Rush, motherhood constituted something akin to a fourth branch of government.
“[L]et the ladies of a country be educated properly,” he extolled, “ and they will not only
make and administer its laws, but form its manners and character.” The female character,
which had for so long been associated with irrationality and passion, “was now often
perceived as indispensable to the maintenance of republican virtue,” 14
Republican Motherhood, Kerber claims, was a way for women to exert some
political power within society. Republican Motherhood was an amalgamation of political
and domestic roles and powers.15 Women were fulfilling a political role within the
confines of the family; they “deflected political energy into domestic life.”16 Although
they were not considered citizens, their behavior in the private arena influenced the public
world and therefore served a political purpose.
The societal importance of the family is critical to the concept of Republican
Motherhood. The family had been used throughout the Revolution as a metaphor for
monarchy and the relationship between government and its citizens. In a republic, the
children/citizens of the family/republic would not be ruled by an arbitrary or tyrannical
parent. The parent/child relationship in both real and metaphoric families would be more
egalitarian, of mutual benefit to both parties. On another level, socialization and political
awareness occurs in childhood; the family instills feelings toward the nation in children
early in life.17 As families were also the foundation of society, the happiness of society
relied on the happiness of families. Women’s role in ensuring that happiness was critical.

12 Kerber, Intellectual, 96.
13 Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds o f Womanhood: “ Women’s Sphere” in New England, 1780-1835, (New
Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1977), 200.
14 Bloch, 601.
15 Kerber, Intellectual, 59.
16 Kerber, Intellectual, 145.
17 Kerber, Intellectual, 60.
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Thus, it was in childhood that the principles of republicanism were to be inculcated;
mothers were to assume that duty. Within the family, “Women had the power to direct
the moral development of the male citizens of the republic. The influence women had on
children, especially on their sons, gave them ultimate responsibility for the future of the
new nation.”18
Dr. Benjamin Rush played an integral part in both the reshaping of women’s
education and the creation of the ideology that Kerber has defined as Republican
Motherhood. Because “women were given the role of moral arbiters for their males—to
teach their son’s morals... values, and to restrain the behavior of the men around
them...women themselves needed to be reshaped through education.”19 In theory, this
reshaping meant a change in educational foundations from the ornamental to the practical
and classical. Women needed to understand the principles of government in order to teach
their children about their responsibilities to the republic and prepare them for public duty.
The ideal republican mother would also recognize the value of simplicity and incorporate
it into her and her family’s lives; “Suitable education of women would protect the republic
from that artificiality and luxury” that Rush “believed had decayed British society and
threatened the upper classes of America.”20
Rush, like other republican thinkers, placed his emphasis on an education that
would allow a woman to fulfill her new position in society, a role that would ensure the
success of the new nation. Reasons for educational reform were utilitarian. Rush did not
propose education merely for self-improvement, although Kerber contends that “what
women needed was psychological independence, personal self-respect, a decent self-

18 Kerber, Intellectual, 39.
19 Benjamin Rush, Essays: Literary, Moral and Philosophical, Ed. by Michael Meranze. (Schenectady:
Union College Press, 1988), xvi.
20 Cott, Bonds, 105.
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sufficiency, and a life over which they exercised some measure of control.”21 This was
not the republican theorist’s stated purpose for changes in women’s education.
Kerber contends that some women exploited republican rhetoric to satisfy their
own desires for improved education. The revision of women’s social roles resulted in the
need for a corresponding change in education. Because it was women who “formed the
minds of their husbands and children,” they “needed to be ‘instructed in the principles of
liberty and government.’”22 Women claimed that improvements in their education would
permit them to be more effective within the private sphere. “If the republic were to fulfill
the generous claims it made for liberty and competence of its citizens,” Kerber explains,
“the education of young women would have to be for independence rather than for
upwardly mobile marriages.”23
Mary Beth Norton’s Liberty's Daughters (1980) was published in the same year as
Kerber’s Women o f the Republic. Both books addressed the lives of women in the
Revolution and Early Republic, but with vastly different approaches and conclusions.
Norton contends that changes in women’s lives and social roles sprang out of their active
participation in the Revolution. Norton credits this experience with the changing of
women’s lives, particularly in the realm of educational reform. Prior to the Revolution,
she contends, “The very idea that their access to education could (or should) be improved
was so alien that it never occurred to them.”24 It was “Only during the postwar years”
that women began “to argue systematically that members of their sex should be better
educated.”25 The challenges presented by the Revolution taught women that they needed

21 Kerber, Intellectual, 129.
22 Wood, Radicalism, 357; Melvin Yazawa quoting Rush in “The impact of the Revolution on
education,” In The Blackwell Encyclopedia o f the American Revolution, ed. Jack P. Greene and J. R. Pole,
(Cambridge, MA.: Basil Blackwell, 1994), 411.
23 Kerber, “Daughters of Columbia: Educating Women for the Republic, 1787-1805,” In The Hofstadter
Aegis: A Memorial, ed. Stanley Elkins and Eric McKitrick, (New York: Knopf, 1974), 38.
24 Mary Beth Norton, Liberty’s Daughters: The Revolutionary Experience o f American Women,
1750-1800, (Boston & Toronto: Little, Brown and Co., 1980), 261.
25 Ibid.
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to be prepared for anything. Norton argues that educational reformers seized republican
rhetoric as justification for their reforms; the principles of republicanism would be used to
meet reformers’ agendas. This directly opposes Kerber’s contention that republican
ideology was the guiding force behind calls for women’s educational reform. The authors
debate which came first: republicanism or calls for educational reform. Norton defines the
difference between her interpretation and Kerber’s:
The fact that the English approach to female education diverged so sharply from that
taken in the United States underscores the revolutionary origins of American ideas.
To their developing national ideology, American girls owed the stress in their
education on domesticity and motherhood; to wartime disruptions, the emphasis on
the creation of independent, rational female adults.26
Norton therefore accepts the republican origins of the emphasis on motherhood. While
both historians agree that republican rhetoric was used as a means to an end [women’s
educational reform], they differ in their interpretations of cause and effect; a difference
which challenges the basis of Kerber’s ideal of Republican Motherhood.
This difference has been compounded in Norton’s recent work, in which she
argues that Kerber ignores women’s religious experiences—a criticism Norton herself has
incurred. Norton contends that women’s involvement in religious groups led to their
eventual participation in reform movements; religion gave women a public and political
voice. Quakers had long allowed women’s equal participation; other Protestant sects “had
provided women with a nonfamilial outlet for their talents.”27 Norton also identifies the
shift away from household production as critical to Republican Motherhood. Once the
household was no longer the center of economic production, women could focus on
motherhood, which, Norton contends, serves as the basis for the nineteenth century Cult
of Domesticity.

26 Norton, Liberty’s Daughters, 272.
27 Norton, “The Evolution of White Women’s Experience,” American Historical Review 89 (1984), 615.
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Although Norton is challenging the foundations of Republican Motherhood, she
appears to accept certain elements of the concept. She agrees that “Women became the
keepers of the nation’s conscience, the only citizens specifically charged with maintaining
the traditional republican commitment to the good of the entire community.”28 The
criticisms she presents in her recent work—like those of other historians—question issues
that Kerber failed to address.
Elizabeth Fox-Genovese maintains that class and race are crucial forces which
shape women’s identity, but the concept of Republican Motherhood does not adequately
address these issues. Furthermore, she argues that the experiences of women were not
uniform throughout the states. The lives of southern women sharply contrasted with those
of northern women. Because southern households were still the center of production, the
dynamics of those households were different from those of the north; women’s roles
reflected the patriarchal system which remained in effect. Fox-Genovese raises questions
that need to be considered: How did Republican Motherhood affect slave-holding women?
Were slave-holding women more likely to live up to the tenets of Republican
Motherhood? Did the patriarchal nature of society—reinforced by slavery—prevent
women from challenging their domestic position or pursuing educational reforms?
Jan Lewis has constructed an alternative to the concept of Republican
Motherhood: the Republican Wife. Lewis argues that the rhetoric of both the American
Revolution and Republicanism resulted in a revision of women’s position within marriage,
rather than within motherhood. The model of the family was used in the Revolution as a
metaphor for society, and like society, the family went though a conceptual
transformation. Anti-monarchy, anti-patriarchy rhetoric resounded throughout the
conceptualization of the family, and instigated corresponding changes. Spouses were to
be freely chosen and the marriage itself was to be based on a partnership. Just as citizens’

28 Norton, “Evolution,” 617.
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relationship to the new nation was to be consensual, so were marital relationships;
“Marriage was the republic in miniature; it was chaste, disinterested, and free from the
exercise of arbitrary power.”29 Tyranny and patriarchy were out; partnerships were in.
The Republican Wife was expected to be more of an equal companion to her husband, to
“know something about those subjects which would be of interest and concern” to him.30
Lewis agrees with Kerber that women were to be virtuous, wise, and capable; but Lewis
asserts that those characteristics were desired because they would make women better
wives and companions, not mothers.
Like Kerber, Lewis maintains that women exercised political power; this power
was based in their influence over their husbands. “The doctrine of the Republican Wife
suggested that a good wife could influence a susceptible man”; if men were to be virtuous,
they would require virtuous wives.31 If the family were the model of society, then women
naturally held influence and power:
in shifting interest from the parent-child nexus to the husband-wife bond, eighteenthcentury authors necessarily raised women to a new moral and political stature. When
the key relationship in a society is between the father and son or ruler and subject,
women may conveniently be ignored; when the most important relationship is between
conjugal equals, and when the family is still seen as the correlative of the larger
society, then women can no longer be overlooked.32
The most important consideration was to make women fit companions of men and enable
women to ensure masculine virtue. Women’s importance as mothers, Lewis argues, was
elevated by society and developed into the Cult of Domesticity only after 1830. Both
Kerber and Lewis cite many of the same sources; sources which yield very different
interpretations. Can the Republican Wife be reconciled with Republican Motherhood?

29 Jan Lewis, “The Republican Wife: Virtue and Seduction in the Early Republic,” William and Mary
Quarterly XLIV (October 1987), 710.
30 Betty Wood, “The impact of the Revolution on the role, status, and experience of women,” The
Blackwell Encyclopedia o f the American Revolution, ed. Jack P. Greene and J. R. Pole (Cambridge, MA.:
Basil Blackwell, 1994), 407.
31 Lewis, “Republican Wife,” 715.
32 Lewis, “Republican Wife,” 699.
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Rosemarie Zagarri, in her article, “Morals, Manners, and the Republican Mother,”
agrees that women assumed a political role when they instilled the proper republican
values in their families. It was “Through their roles as wives and mothers, as shapers of
morals and manners,” that “women were seen to make a crucial, though indirect,
contribution to the commonwealth. They had a political role to play.”33 Zagarri argues
that women’s indirect political role was important to the republic; “If good government
depended on good laws and good laws depended on good manners, then those who
shaped the people’s manners also shaped the law and government.”34
Although Zagarri agrees that women held a important position as guarantors of
virtue, she questions the foundations of the ideology of Republican Motherhood. Zagarri
does not ascribe changes in women’s social roles to republican rhetoric. Rather, she
contends that a shift in the perception of women had begun prior to the Revolution; “The
ideas... that generated a new conceptualization of women’s role in the United States seem
to have been part of a much broader Anglo-American reevaluation of attitudes toward
women that was occurring in the last half of the eighteenth century—even before the
American Revolution took place.”35 Both Kerber and Zagarri cite Enlightenment
thinkers’ interpretation of women, but Kerber locates their work within the framework of
Republicanism, while Zagarri uses their work to illustrate the origins of a greater
sociological trend toward rethinking women’s societal positions.
Zagarri and other historians raise two critical questions to be asked of the theories
of Republican Motherhood and Republican Wife. First, were women’s roles changing
prior to the Revolution? If they were, as Zagarri suggests, then the arguments of Kerber,
Norton, and Lewis are flawed: republican ideology could not have been the force

33 Rosemarie Zagarri, “Morals, Maimers, and the Republican Mother,” American Quarterly 44 (June
1992), 205.
34 Zagarri, 205.
35 Zagarri, 210.
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propelling reforms in women’s education and their position in society as Kerber claims.
Similarly, Norton’s argument that the Revolutionary experiences of women instigated
changes would be proven false, as would the argument of Lewis; Although Zagarri
presents evidence that Enlightenment and Republican thinkers were considering women’s
*capacities and responsibilities differently, it is not evident how these concepts influenced
social thought in America.
The second question that needs to be asked is how strongly women, as protectors
of virtue, influenced the men in their lives. If the need for virtue in a republic was as
important as each of these historians has argued, it does not appear plausible that a
woman’s influence would stop short of her children. Lewis argues that familial
relationships were transformed by the end of the Revolution into more loving, egalitarian
relationships within which children were generally treated with fairness and love. If this
premise is accurate, it would appear to follow that loving parents would be more likely to
be obeyed and emulated rather than tyrannical parents. As a result of political, cultural,
and religious influences, the entire tone of parenthood changed during the second half of
the eighteenth century.36 Within this new familial environment, the role of parent—no
longer governing by fear—carried a different weight, based on the potential for respect.
Within this context, certainly a woman’s influence over her children was more
pronounced.
Just as the concept of the Republican Wife offers a different interpretation of
women’s roles in the Early Republic, so does Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s concept of the
Deputy Husband. Ulrich contends that, as circumstances necessitated, women often

36 For transformations within the family, see Philippe Aries, A Century o f Childhood: A Social History
o f Family Life (New York: Knopf, 1962); Philip Greven, the Protestant Temperament: Patterns o f ChildRearing, Religious Experience, and the Self in Early America, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1977); Jan Lewis, The Pursuit o f Happiness: Family and Values in Jefferson's Virginia, (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1983); and Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England
1500-1800 (New York: Harper & Row, 1977).
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enacted certain roles within the family normally held by men. A woman who assumed
some or all of her husband’s responsibilities in times of absence, illness, or death allowed
her to save her family from misfortune. This was one way for women to assume personal
power. Ulrich contends that gender roles were not rigid limitations, but that they shifted
naturally within a family; “boundaries between male and female domains might blur in a
common household setting,” with each member fulfilling roles and meeting different
responsibilities as necessary.37 A deputy was not eschewing her normal societal role, but,
rather, was acting in the best interest of her family. Alternate roles within the family
structure could be enacted consciously, Ulrich argues, if they were meant to ensure the
welfare of the family. “Almost any task was suitable for a woman as long as it furthered
the good of her family and was acceptable to her husband.”38 The primary focus of the
role of deputy, like the Republican Mother, was to serve the needs of her family. The
Deputy Husband theory attempts to grant more realistic views of a broader range of
women’s lives.
The prescriptive nature of the theories of Republican Motherhood, Republican
Wife, and Deputy Husband needs to be addressed. Zagarri contends that Republican
Motherhood falls “short of capturing the full reality of women’s role in the late eighteenth
century.”39 In order to infer the reality of women’s lives in the Early Republic, it must be
remembered that women enacted many roles, both consciously and unknowingly within
the reality of everyday life. Personal motives, options, and choices need to be considered
when explaining women’s lives.
How well does the theory of Republican Motherhood reflect reality? How did
republicanism affect and influence women’s lives, if at all? To answer these questions, I

37 Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Good Wives: Image and Reality in the Lives o f Women in Northern New
England, 1650-1750, (New York: Knopf, 1980; reprint, New York: Vintage Books, 1991), 39.
38 Ulrich, 37-38.
39 Zagarri, 209.
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will offer Thomas Jefferson and his daughters, Patsy and Polly, as a model for both
Republicanism and Republican Motherhood. Raised under republican principles, these
daughters illustrate the realities of life as well as the flaws and strengths of the constructs
of Republican Motherhood, Republican Wife, and the Deputy Husband. In addition, I will
propose an alternative theory—the Deputy Son—in an effort to integrate these theories
and to attempt to explain more clearly the realities of women’s lives in the Early Republic.

CHAPTER II

After the death of his wife, Thomas Jefferson was solely responsible for the
education of his young daughters. Because he was apart from the girls so frequently, his
expectations of them were carefully defined in his letters. Their correspondence provides
a dialogue between Jefferson and Patsy and Polly. It gives a voice to Jefferson’s
aspirations and expectations for the girls’ education and character development. It was
equally important to him that his daughters’ characters be as developed as their minds.
With the help of tutors, family, and friends, Jefferson attempted to transmit his
republicanism to his daughters, instilling in them the same virtues necessary for the success
and security of the new republic.
The Jefferson family correspondence also reveals the girls’ reactions to their
father’s precepts. Patsy and Polly responded differently to their father’s exhortations:
while Patsy came to embody her father’s republican principles, Polly did not internalize
many of his lessons. Secondhand accounts of Patsy consistently describe her commitment
to those principles, but it is more significant that she presented herself within that
framework. This is an account of how Jefferson’s values were inculcated in his daughter;
how he sought to create his version of a republican woman.

On 1 January 1772, Thomas Jefferson married the beautiful twenty-three year-old
widow, Martha Wayles Skelton. Theirs was a happy marriage; yet while their family life
was filled with joy, it was also marked by personal tragedy. Martha’s son John died six
months prior to her marriage to Jefferson, and of the six children bom to the Jeffersons,
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only two lived to adulthood. Martha’s “fragile constitution” could not withstand her sixth
pregnancy in ten years.40 After giving birth to their third daughter, Lucy, in May 1782,
Martha’s health rapidly declined. Jefferson nursed her throughout her illness, but four
months later, Martha finally died. Her death left Jefferson senseless for weeks.
Throughout September, he walked alone day and night, consumed by grief. During the
following month, as Jefferson struggled to overcome his sorrow, his daughter Patsy was
his constant companion. The two rode together and comforted each other. With her help,
Jefferson slowly returned to the world of the living.
Jefferson’s relationship with his daughters is representative of family life among the
gentry of eighteenth-century Virginia. In the colony, the success of the planter elite aided
the transformation to an increasingly intimate family life because the institution of slavery
allowed planters to distance themselves from the performance of physical labor. The
gentry were able to spend more time at home and to attend more closely to their family
and home life. Private life separated from public life, and domesticity took on greater
personal significance throughout British and American genteel families. The Jeffersons
were no exception 41 Jefferson’s repeated emphasis on the value of domesticity mirrored
greater social trends as it evidenced the significance family played in his life.
What kind of a father was Thomas Jefferson? Again, Jefferson was representative
of greater social changes. By the second half of the eighteenth century, the bonds of
family life were no longer based on absolute patriarchal authority. In theory, they were
replaced by bonds of love, affection, and respect. Jefferson himself exhibited “undisguised
parental fondness for young children” like his daughters, and Patsy and Polly responded in
kind.42 Jefferson involved himself in every detail of his daughters’ lives, acting as both

40 Andrew Burstein, The Inner Jefferson: Portrait of a Grieving Optimist (Charlottesville & London:
University Press of Virginia, 1995), 60. Burstein sensitively relates Martha’s death, 60-63.
41 Ari^s, 375.
42 Daniel Blake Smith, Inside the Great House: Planter Life in Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake Society
(Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 1980), 25.
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father and mother to the girls. As evidenced in the correspondence written during the
girls’ adolescence, health and education were of primary concern to Jefferson, as indeed
they were “the chief preoccupations of all parents.”43 Jefferson’s continual appeal for
more frequent letters from the girls reflected his need to stay apprised of their well-being,
a need based on this increased parental affection. Even the use of nicknames—the girls
rarely referred to Jefferson as “Father” but instead used the more familiar
“Papa”—reflected the intimacy of the Jefferson family.44 The use of nicknames like
“Patsy” and “Polly” demonstrated familiarity within the confines of the immediate family.
It also mirrored the increased desire within society to separate private from public life, as
such pet names reflect a personal identity revealed only to the family within the private
sphere.
Thus it is not surprising that Jefferson would take his eldest daughter to
Philadelphia with him as he prepared to re-enter public life. In June 1783, Jefferson
yielded to his friends’ coaxing, eschewed his retirement, and accepted his election as a
delegate to the Continental Congress. While Congress met in Annapolis, Jefferson settled
Patsy with friends in Philadelphia, while Polly and baby Lucy remained in Virginia with
family.45 It was during this time that Jefferson began his correspondence with Patsy,
employing it to oversee her education over the long distance that separated them.
For Jefferson, this correspondence satisfied several intentions. First, Jefferson
wanted to remain abreast of his daughter’s activities. By evaluating her work firsthand, he
could determine the extent of her progress and potential and direct her education
accordingly. Second, on a more personal level, such detailed letters would help to bridge

43 Aries, Centuries o f Childhood, 402.
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45 The two youngest Jeffersons remained at Eppington with Francis and Elizabeth Wayles Eppes, Martha
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the distance between father and daughter and to help ease the pain of their recently shared
loss and physical separation. Finally, the lessons Jefferson conveyed to Patsy emerged
from his republican beliefs and revealed the characteristics that he wanted to instill in her.
Jefferson’s republican beliefs and personal principles permeate his correspondence
with Patsy. As a republican, Jefferson feared arbitrary power and believed that all leaders,
unless carefully checked, would fall into the pursuit of self-interest and tyranny. He
therefore stressed the need for an educated electorate who would have the capacity to
elect wisely the best leaders. He feared laziness and believed that the freedom of the mind
should be used for constant self-improvement and industry. Jefferson’s regard for
republican simplicity and his respect for the yeoman farmer is legendary. He was
committed to the principle of disinterested public service; yet as active as Jefferson was in
the public, he was extremely sensitive to criticism. Thus, in public and private life he
strove for harmony and advised his daughter to do the same. As a single parent, Jefferson
had to act as both father and mother to his daughters; “fathers assumed a highly
paternalistic, instructive stance with respect to all their offspring, while mothers at least
until the last years of the century, confined themselves to advising their daughters.”46
Jefferson’s letters, therefore, conveyed not only educational instructions and expectations,
but also “motherly” advice. Jefferson filled his letters to Patsy with instructions for her
schooling, deportment, manner of dress, and development of habits all based on his
guiding principles.
One of Jefferson’s primary fears was indolence. He personally abhorred inactivity
and continually stressed to Patsy the need for industry and hard work. To Jefferson, “a
healthy republican citizen had to be active and industrious—what had to be avoided at all
costs were idleness and the lethargic depravity it invariably bred ”47 Thus, the eleven

46 Norton, Liberty's Daughters, 97.
47 Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America, (New York &
London: W. W. Norton, 1980), 78.

20

year-old girl was to follow a strict daily schedule defined by her father, with little time for
play (or meals). “With respect to the distribution of your time,” Jefferson wrote to Patsy,
“the following is what I should approve.
from 8. to 10 o’clock practise music.
from 10. to 1. dance one day and draw another
from 1. to 2. draw on the day you dance, and write a letter the next day.
from 3. to 4. read French.
from 4. to 5. exercise yourself in music.
from 5. till bedtime read English, write, &c.48
Not surprisingly, the focus of this schedule is on ornamental, traditional female education.
Jefferson’s views on women’s intellectual capacities and societal roles pervaded his
writings and emerged in his letters to Patsy. To further his goals, she was to write to him,
“by every post. Inform me what books you read, what tunes you learn, and inclose me
your best copy of every lesson in drawing.”49 These letters were to document his
daughter’s progress while assuring him of Patsy’s industry.
Jefferson made it clear that Patsy was to develop and exercise self-discipline. In
his absence, she was to follow his instructions and complete her studies as directed. Her
French tutor was absent often, yet that was not to affect Patsy’s work: “You must not let
the sickness of your French master interrupt your reading French, because you are able to
do that with the help of your dictionary. Remember I desired you to send me the best
copy you should make of every lesson... In this I hope you will be punctual because it will
let me see how you are going on.”50 Along with developing self-discipline, Patsy was to
show continual progress in her work. Jefferson requested weekly letters “for my own
gratification as well as for your improvement.”51 Such self-discipline and initiative

48 Thomas Jefferson [hereafter TJ] to Martha [Patsy] Jefferson [hereafter MIR], 28 Nov. 1783, Thomas
Jefferson, The Family Letters o f Thomas Jefferson, eds. Edwin Morris Betts and James Adam Bear, Jr.
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49 TJ to MJR, 28 Nov. 1783, Family Letters, 19-20.
50 TJ to MJR, 11 Dec. 1783, Family Letters, 21.
51 TJ to MJR, 17 April 1784, Family Letters, 26.
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characterized the ideal republican child: one who could adhere to her schedule without fail
because she was able to recognize the importance of her lessons.
In Jefferson’s absence, others would serve as role models. Patsy spent her time in
Philadelphia in the company of scientist-astronomer David Rittenhouse and Declaration of
Independence signer, Francis Hopkinson. Jefferson accordingly advised Patsy to monitor
her behavior and to observe her companions; “you will see the best examples of rational
life and learn to esteem and copy them.”52 As Thomas Jefferson’s daughter, Patsy was
constantly surrounded by leading republican thinkers, American patriots, and other public
figures. The exposure to such influential figures as a child—people who embodied her
father’s beliefs—helped subtly, and perhaps not so subtly, to reinforce the principles
Jefferson wished to instill in Patsy.
Jefferson accepted his appointment as minister plenipotentiary to France and left
for Paris with Patsy on 5 July 1784.53 Believing Polly and Lucy to be too young to make
the journey, and expecting to return home quickly, Jefferson arranged for his two
youngest daughters to remain with their family at Eppington. Jefferson and Patsy arrived
in France early in August; Patsy was promptly placed in the Abbaye Royale de
Panthemont, her acceptance assured by a recommendation of a female friend of the
Marquis de Lafayette.54 In France, Patsy’s experiences expanded both educationally and
socially. She continued to study music, drawing, and sewing, but “she was also to study
Latin, history, natural philosophy, and other basics in ‘male’ education so that she might
fully develop her faculties and would be properly able to educate her children should her
husband be unable to do so— and [Patsy] did in fact.”55
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Patsy’s curriculum developed at the Abbaye, as Jefferson pushed her to master
Latin and the classics; the subjects she now studied also revealed his general views on
education. Throughout his career, Jefferson strongly advocated improved educational
foundations and opportunities for American children. In his proposal for educational
reform, A B illfor the More General Diffusion o f Knowledge (1778), he called for the
establishment of local schools within which “all the free children, male and female” “shall
be taught reading, writing, and common arithmetick,... Graecian, Roman, English, and
American history.”56 Educating children in those histories would alert them to the
dangers of tyranny and personal ambition; in short, students would learn to be aware of
the dangers to the republic, and the means by which to combat such threats. The ultimate
purpose of Jefferson’s education plan was the development of an aristocracy of talent: the
means by which future republican leaders would be created. Girls would not be given the
advanced educational opportunities that their male counterparts would receive because
women were not candidates for Jefferson’s aristocracy of talent. Within this proposed
system, the benefits of the limited education for girls were to be applied to their future
roles as mothers and wives. Even though Jefferson’s proposals would have provided a
broader educational base for girls, they still would have been denied advanced education
or a recognition of natural intellectual ability.
The diversification of Patsy’s curriculum in Paris reflected a change in the manner
with which Jefferson viewed and treated her. By this time, the teenage girl noticeably
resembled Jefferson; in his words, “She inherits stature from her father, and that, you
know, is inheriting no trifle.”57 Patsy’s physical nature did not conform to traditional
feminine archetypes. Well above average height, she exuded an air of physical, emotional,
and—arguably—mental strength, traditionally masculine characteristics. Jefferson already

56 Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Jefferson: Writings, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Penguin Books,
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associated the physical body with intellectual capacity; it follows that he could make that
assumption based on gender.58 Differences in race were believed to be “fixed in nature”
as were differences in intellect; the greater size of men’s bodies rendered them naturally
superior in strength and intellect.59 If Patsy’s nature was more “masculine,” was she
naturally more intellectually capable? If the “role of each sex was prescribed in nature”
then was Patsy naturally suited to a more masculine role, including education?60 During
their time in Paris, Jefferson raised his expectations of Patsy. She was expected to master
the classics, pursue traditionally masculine studies, and develop a resolute republican
character.61 It was also during this time that Patsy began to enact a role which may be
termed the Deputy Son. She consciously modeled herself on her father, absorbing his
injunctions for her education and character development. She attempted to act as a
companionate child and correspondent. Most importantly, Patsy cultivated a relationship
with her father within which he treated her with respect and high expectations. As their
physical resemblance grew more pronounced, so did the similarities in their natures.
Because Jefferson could see himself in Patsy, he treated her accordingly.
While in Paris, Patsy usually saw her father every Sunday, yet she still kept
Jefferson informed of her progress in school. Her responses to his injunctions revealed a
girl developing her ornamental skills while struggling with the classics. “I have began a
beautiful tune with balbastre, done a very pretty landscip with Pariseau, a little man
playing on the violin, and began another beautiful landskape. I go on very slowly with my
tite live, its being in such ancient italian that I can not read with out my master and very
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little with him even.”62 Her difficulty mastering Latin continued throughout the month,
“Titus Livius puts me out of my wits. I can not read a word by myself, and I read of it
very seldom with my master; however, I hope I shall soon be able to take it up again. All
my other masters go on much the same, perhaps better.”63 Jefferson may have
appreciated the honesty with which Patsy related her frustration, but her apparent lack of
perseverance gave him pause.
In response to Patsy’s difficulties, Jefferson responded with a highly meaningful
letter which reveals the depths of his anxieties, expectations, and hopes. Once again, most
conspicuous were his fears of Patsy’s idleness. His tone was that of both a demanding
father and a man obsessed with typically republican fears.
You know what have been my fears for some time past; that you do not employ
yourself so closely as I could wish. You have promised me a more assiduous
attention, and I have great confidence in what you promise. It is your future happiness
which interests me, and nothing can contribute more to it (moral rectitude always
excepted) than the contracting a habit of industry and activity. Of all the cankers of
human happiness, none corrodes it with so silent, yet so baneful a tooth, as
indolence... .Idleness begets ennui, ennui the hypochondria, and that a diseased
body... .It is while we are young that the habit of industry is formed. If not then, it
never is afterwards. The fortune of our lives therefore depends on employing well the
short period of youth.64
It is significant that this letter was written in Paris. Surrounded by court life, Jefferson
was both entranced and repulsed by its lifestyle and splendor. He grew increasingly
disturbed by “the empty bustle of Paris,” which stood in stark contrast to America, where
people “fill every moment with a healthy and an useful activity. Every exertion is
encouraging, because...it joins the promise of some future good.”65 The goals and
characteristics of republicanism—the sense of civic duty, fears of corruption, the emphasis
on virtue—marked Jefferson’s perception. The “diseased body” to which Jefferson
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referred thus may be interpreted alternatively as the corrupted Parisian court life. His
emphasis on the lack of time reflected fears of corruption and the need for immediate
corrective action for both his country and his daughter. Indeed, his words may be directed
at his country rather than his daughter, “My expectations for you are high: yet not higher
than you may attain. Industry and resolution are all that are wanting....But great exertions
are necessary and you have little time left to make them. Be industrious then, my dear
child. Think nothing unsurmountable by resolution and application, and you will be all
that I wish you to be.”66 America, like Patsy, was in the vigor of youth, in a position to
form its habits and shape its future. To a republican like Jefferson, personal or national
idleness signaled only decay and degeneration; hard work and perseverance would allow
the individual or republic to ward off decline. It was obvious to him that “moral lapses”
and decay “reflected the corruptions of despotism and privilege” to be found within the
aristocracy of France and England.67 When compared to the apparent emptiness of
Parisian life, the value of republican simplicity and industry clearly struck Jefferson and
informed his teachings and writings to Patsy.
Industry remained the theme of Jefferson’s letter. It was “that want of industry
which I had began to fear would be the rock on which [Patsy] would split.”68 The
emphasis he placed on the necessity for perseverance mirrored its importance in the
American character.
I do not like your saying that you are unable to read the antient print of your Livy, but
with the aid of your master. We are always equal to what we undertake with
resolution. A little degree of this will enable you to decypher your Livy... .It is part of
the American character to consider nothing as desperate; to surmount every difficulty
by resolution and contrivance... .Consider therefore the conquering your Livy as an
exercise in the habit of surmounting difficulties, a habit which will be necessary to you

66 TJ to MJR, 28 March 1787, Family Letters, 35-36.
67 William Howard Adams, The Paris Years o f Thomas Jefferson. (New Haven & London: Yale
University Press, 1997), 207.
68 TJ to MJR, 5 May 1787, Family Letters, 40.

26
in the country where you are to live, and without which you will be thought a very
helpless animal, and less esteemed.69
Patsy was expected to conquer these challenges not only for the knowledge they would
bring, but more importantly, for the character development they would inspire. When
Jefferson wrote that Patsy will be less esteemed, it was to himself and to the republican
mind that he referred. A republican woman, in theory, was to be anything but a “helpless
animal.” Difficult schoolwork symbolized the challenges facing the republic; within the
ideal republican laid the ability to recognize and surmount these obstacles. Patsy had to
learn to conquer those difficulties so that she might teach her children to do the same. As
Patsy was now fourteen years old, Jefferson could not avoid comparisons between his
daughter and the women of Paris. While Jefferson made certain that Patsy learn the selfdiscipline and commitment to duty that befit a republican child, his lectures were also
attempts to ensure that his daughter would not become like the women Jefferson
encountered daily in Paris.
To Jefferson, the most important role for a woman was that of wife and mother.
He disparaged the elite Parisian women who, to his mind, spent their time “hunting
pleasure in the streets, in routs & assemblies, and forgetting that they have left it behind
them in their nurseries; compare them with our own country women occupied in the
tender and tranquil amusements of domestic life, and confess that it is a comparison of
Amazons and Angels”; his lectures were obvious attempts to guarantee that Patsy remain
an “Angel ”70 Just as republican thinkers saw an inherent threat in the presence of
propertyless members of society, so, too, Jefferson saw the dangers posed by women’s
participation in public affairs. Their involvement in politics threatened the order of society
because women were to guarantee the virtue of the men in their families; the fate of the
republic depended on that instillation of virtue. Jefferson reasoned that women who
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exhibited an active interest in politics would shun their domestic responsibilities.
Women’s activities in the public sphere signaled to Jefferson the willful abandonment of
both their domestic and republican duties, and presented an ominous threat to the future of
the nation.
That French women involved themselves in political affairs was one of Jefferson’s
sharpest criticisms. In his opinion, women of American were superior to their French
counterparts, for American women were “too wise to wrinkle their foreheads with politics.
They are contented to soothe & calm the minds of their husbands returning ruffled from
political debate. They have the good sense to value domestic happiness above all
other.”71 Women were to be excluded from that world because they were intellectually
inferior to men. In the divinely ordered chain of being, women clearly ranked below men.
Jefferson believed women to be the “weaker sex” who were, by their natures, unfit for
public responsibilities or, indeed, any role outside the domestic arena.72
Jefferson granted women no place in the public world of men. Women’s
involvement outside their natural realm spelled disaster for men. To George Washington
he bemoaned, “the desperate state which things are reduced in this country from the
omnipotence” of women’s influence, which “does not endeavor to extend itself in our
country beyond the domestic line.”73 Jefferson could not express enough disgust at Marie
Antoinette’s involvement in politics and influence over her husband, Louis XVI. Jefferson
lay the blame for the French Revolution squarely on her interference in the public sphere,
“I have ever believed that had there been no queen, there would have been no
revolution.”74 His solution to the Queen’s desire for political involvement? “I would
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have shut up the Queen in a Convent, putting harm out of her power,” which is exactly
what he did to Patsy.
Furthermore, women’s presence within the home was expected to ensure the
harmony of family life. This familial contentment would influence public life as “women
carried the entire burden of the family, and by extension, social harmony.”75 Because
“domesticity provided the model for social tranquillity,” happiness within the family boded
well for society, while disharmonious families could disrupt public life.76 This followed
the increasing belief that individual happiness could positively affect society.77 Thus the
“diseased body” also symbolized the potential corruption of the body republic resulting
from women’s activities outside of their sphere. To Jefferson, women—his daughters
above all—were to find their happiness within the private sphere.
While Patsy was in the Abbaye, Jefferson frequently invited her to dine with him
and his friends. These were settings in which he could carefully monitor the people to
whom Patsy was exposed, while allowing her to cultivate the skills she would require as a
hostess. Jefferson also advised her to develop her abilities in domestic activities like
cooking and sewing in preparation for her role as the mistress of Monticello. He lamented
that “of domestic economy she can learn nothing here, yet she must learn it somewhere, as
being of more solid value than anything else.”78 While advanced education was important
for its corrective relation to the republic, for Jefferson domestic abilities were more
practical for a woman. Although a plantation mistress was a “role of director rather than
performer” Patsy was still expected to master those skills because “without knowing how
to use it herself, how can the mistress of a family direct the works of her servants?... This
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it is which makes me wish to see you more qualified than common.”79 It was the labor of
slaves that Patsy was to direct, labor which would allow Patsy the freedom to enact the
role of plantation mistress and mother.
An emphasis on external appearances and public identity existed within Jefferson’s
words. Although the stage for a republican woman was the home and family, Jefferson
continued to emphasis the importance of the public: “The more you learn the more I love
you, and I rest the happiness of my life on seeing you beloved by all the world, which you
will be sure to be if to a good heart you join those accomplishments so peculiarly pleasing
in your sex.”80 He clearly recognized the role Patsy would play as a member of the
Virginia gentry, and also as the daughter of Thomas Jefferson. He continued to impress
upon her the importance of public appearances and social presentation. Regardless of
how much Jefferson disliked the invasion of the private by public life, he knew the public
eye would be on Patsy.
Throughout their correspondence, Jefferson relied on the rhetoric of love and duty.
By the late eighteenth century, many parents abandoned strict authoritarian relationships
with their children for those of a more affectionate nature. Rather than issuing harsh
commands to be obeyed blindly, parental demands were often couched in the language of
love and reciprocity. In return for the love Jefferson gave to Patsy, she was expected to
fulfill whatever requests he made of her: “If you love me then, strive to be good under
every situation and to all living creatures, and to acquire those accomplishments which I
have put in your power.”81 “I have placed my happiness on seeing you good and
accomplished, and no distress which this world can now bring on me could equal that of
your disappointing, my hopes.”82 Patsy, understanding the language of this dialogue and
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the nature of this familial exchange, responded appropriately: “Then be assured, my dear
papa, that you shall be satisfied in that, as well as in any thing else that lies in my power;
for what I hold most precious is your satisfaction, indeed I should be miserable without
i t ”83
Patsy responded to her father’s injunctions in her forthright manner, revealing how
strongly she tried to integrate her father’s lessons, “I am not so industrious as you or I
would wish, but I hope that in taking pains I very soon shall be. I have already begun to
study more... I shall take up my Livy, as you desire it.”84 She recognized that Jefferson
was not just requiring her to master Latin; he demanded her unceasing efforts to embody
his principles. She attempted to appease him by promising improvements; although she
continued to struggle with her Latin, she increasingly emphasized her commitment to
industrious pursuits.
In January, 1785, Lafayette brought news from home to Jefferson: whooping
cough had struck his family at Eppington the previous October and took the life of his
youngest daughter, Lucy. Once again he sank into despair, and immediately began to
arrange for Polly to be sent to him. He was meticulous about his plans for her journey,
specifying in minute detail the plans for her trip, yet it would take two years before his
youngest daughter would reach him in Paris.85
The impending arrival of her sister meant changes and new responsibilities for
Patsy. He presented Patsy with his expectations for her new role:
When she arrives, she will become a precious charge on your hands. The difference of
your age, and your common loss of a mother, will put that office on you. Teach her
above all things to be good: because without that we can neither be valued by others,
nor set any value on ourselves. Teach her to be always true....Teach her never to be
angry....And teach her industry and application to useful pursuits.86
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At age fourteen, Patsy was to assume a maternal interest in her younger sister, inculcating
in Polly all of the habits and characteristics Jefferson desired; it would be a role Patsy
would continue for the rest of her sister’s life. Patsy recognized that she herself would
have to continue to master those traits, “I wish I was my self all that you tell me to make
her however I will try to be as near like it as I can.”87 She happily anticipated Polly’s
arrival, when her family would be reunited, “Then, indeed, shall I be the happiest of
mortals; united to what I have the dearest in the world, nothing more will be requisite to
render my happiness complete.”88 Patsy exhibited proof that she had absorbed her
father’s lessons on the value of family life and domesticity. Like a son, Patsy was to act in
her father’s stead and oversee Polly’s education, a task she naturally assumed.
Polly finally arrived in Paris in July 1787. At nine years old she was already
described as “singularly beautiful.”89 Unlike her outgoing older sister, Polly was shy and
timid. Although “unquestionably she was a sensitive and shrinking child,” she nonetheless
displayed an ability to attract and captivate her companions.90 While Patsy resembled
Jefferson physically, Polly took after her mother; unfortunately, Polly also inherited
Martha’s fragility. Polly’s delicate and gentle presence contrasted sharply with Patsy’s
robust strength and self-assurance. Abigail Adams later wrote of Polly: “Slighter in
person than her sister she already gave indications of superior beauty. It was that
exquisite beauty possessed by her mother—that beauty which the experienced learn to
look upon with dread, because it betrays a physical organization too delicately fine to
withstand the rough shocks of the world.”91 Polly clearly conformed to traditional
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perceptions of feminine beauty; significantly, Adams also described the young girl as
“womanly,” an adjective never ascribed to Patsy.92
By the time Polly arrived in Paris, critical bonds had been formed within the
Jefferson family. In the years following Martha Jefferson’s death, Thomas Jefferson and
Patsy developed a close relationship that was only strengthened by their experiences
together in Paris. Although Patsy was surrounded by other girls in the Abbey, few of
those friendships would prove of lasting importance. Jefferson was the most important
constant in Patsy’s life. Unlike Polly, Patsy did not have the benefit of the presence of a
mother figure; Jefferson acted as father and mother to Patsy. Polly’s relationship with her
father was necessarily of a different nature. Having been separated from her father since
the age of four, Polly focused her attention on other relatives and formed other familial
bonds. Elizabeth Eppes, Polly’s maternal aunt, acted as a substitute mother; she provided
a nurturing environment and helped the young girl develop her own identity. Surrounded
by her female relatives, Polly subtly learned the lesson of what it meant to be a woman in a
plantation society. Those lessons were reinforced daily, ingraining in Polly society’s
expectations for her behavior.
Just as observers responded differently to the girls, so, too, did Jefferson. One
year after her arrival, he reported that Polly had learned French, which “she begins to
speak easily enough, and to read as well as English. She will begin Spanish in a few days,
and has lately begun the harpsichord and drawing.”93 Although her lessons were
consistent with those Patsy studied at the same age, there was a difference in the manner
in which Jefferson expressed his expectations of the girls, as well as the directions
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themselves. His general expectations for Polly were less demanding, as evidenced in a
letter Jefferson wrote to Elizabeth Eppes:
I will propose to her...to write to you. I know she will undertake it at once, as she has
done a dozen times. She gets all the apparatus, places herself very formally with pen
in hand, and it is not till after all this and rummaging her head thoroughly that she calls
out, “Indeed, papa, I do not know what to say; you must help me,” and, as I
obstinately refuse this, her good intentions have always proved abortive, and her
letters ended before they were begun.94
Jefferson’s indulgence appeared in marked contrast to the demands he made of Patsy. It
seems inconceivable that Jefferson would allow Patsy to shirk her responsibilities in this
manner, yet often when Polly “proved limited, her father did not evince any
displeasure.”95 During their time together in Paris, Jefferson had the opportunity to
recognize the growing differences between his daughters’ personalities and abilities.
Patsy, who embodied masculine capability and strength, was challenged intellectually and
treated with respect by her father. Polly shied away from people and intellectual
endeavors, yet she was consistently indulged by Jefferson. The difference in the tone used
to write to the girls reflected Jefferson’s awareness of and reactions to their inherent
differences; it also revealed his instinctive recognition of their highly contrasting natural
abilities.
The Jefferson family left France 26 September 1789, arriving almost two months
later in Virginia. They reached Monticello in time for the Christmas season, when Thomas
Mann Randolph began courting his second cousin, Patsy. Their engagement was
announced at the end of January, followed by a wedding at Monticello on 23 February
1790. Shortly after the festivities, Jefferson left for New York to assume his position as
Secretary of State in the new administration.96

94 TJ to Elizabeth Eppes, 12 July 1788, Domestic Life, 138.
95 Burstein, 193.
96 Dates from Domestic Life, 150-52.
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Although Patsy was now a married woman, her father continued to express his
expectations for her behavior. His recent exposure to the activities of the women of Paris
colored the first letters he wrote to Patsy after her marriage. This correspondence
betrayed Jefferson’s fears that Patsy might abandon his teachings and fall back into
patterns of idleness or worse: involvement in politics or public life. Jefferson wanted to
see Patsy established in her own household as soon as it was feasible, fearing that the
discontinuation of her studies would lead to idleness. “I think both Mr. Randolph and
yourself will suffer with ennui at Richmond. Interesting occupations are essential to
happiness: indeed the whole art of being happy consists in the art of finding emploiment. I
know none so interesting, and which croud upon us as much, as those of a domestic
nature.”97 He remained uneasy until Patsy established her own household and immersed
herself in domestic responsibilities.
The advice he gave to Patsy about marriage further revealed Jefferson’s views on
women’s roles and appropriate behavior within the family:
Your new condition will call for abundance of little sacrifices but they will be greatly
overpaid by the measure of affection they will secure to you. The happiness of your
life depends now on the continuing to please a single person. To this all other objects
must be secondary; even your love to me.98
The industry Jefferson assiduously cultivated in Patsy was now to be channeled not into
her well-being or self-improvement, but into pleasing her husband. It was Jefferson’s
belief that women were responsible for guaranteeing the harmony of the family and
household. Jan Lewis notes that “Jefferson believed that a peaceful society was founded
in a harmonious marriage, and a harmonious marriage required a deferential wife.”99
Patsy was expected to put her husband’s and children’s happiness ahead of her own in

97 TJ to MJR, 26 April 1790, Family Letters, 54.
98 TJ to MJR, 4 April 1790, Family Letters, 51.
99 Jan Lewis, ‘“The Blessings of Domestic Society’: Thomas Jefferson’s Family and the Transformation
of American Politics,” in Jeffersonian Legacies, ed. Peter S. Onuf (Charlottesville: University Press of
Virginia, 1993), 134.
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order to secure her family’s stability. She would also ensure her husband’s virtue by
constantly exhibiting her own and carefully monitoring his. Jefferson’s advice echoed the
pastoral image of the American woman he eulogized in Paris; once again, he attempted to
ensure that Patsy remained an “Angel.”
The news of the birth of her first child, Anne Cary Randolph, on 23 Jan 1791,
delighted Jefferson, “Your two last letters are those which have given me the greatest
pleasure of any I ever recieved from you. The one announced that you were become a
notable housewife, the other a mother. The last is undoubtedly the key-stone of the arch
of matrimonial happiness, as the first is it’s daily ailment.”100 Patsy immersed herself in
her new role of mother, altering the way in which she constructed the identity she
presented to Jefferson. Although she continued to adhere to the republican values he had
inculcated in her, and within which she formerly described herself, Patsy now presented
herself primarily within this new role as mother.
In her correspondence, Patsy continued to present herself within the framework
Jefferson constructed. The woman in her letters is a capable housekeeper, loving mother,
and devoted daughter; furthermore, she was industrious, virtuous, and appreciated the
importance of domesticity. Patsy stressed her adherence to Jefferson’s advice, reassuring
him that she was a supportive and deferential wife, “I have made it my study to please him
[Thomas Mann Randolph] in every thing and do consider all other objects as secondary to
that except my love for you.” 101 She assured Jefferson that, while she had not forgotten
her studies, domestic responsibilities were her main priority,
I have wrought an entire reformation on the rest of my household, nothing comes in or
goes out without my knowledge and I believe there is as little wasted as possible... I
can give but a poor account of my reading having had so little time to my self that tho
I really have the greatest inclination I have not as yet been able to indulge it.102

100 t j (o MJR, 9 Feb. 1791, Family Letters, 71.
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Jefferson’s response further conveyed his opinions about the role of married women:
“Nothing is so engaging as the little domestic cares into which you appear to be entering,
and as to reading it is useful for only filling up the chinks of more useful and healthy
occupations.” 103 Patsy’s education made her a suitable companion for both her husband
and her father, and it would allow her to teach her children. But improvements of the
mind of a woman were insignificant when compared to the domestic responsibilities they
were to undertake cheerfully. Patsy was expected to firmly ensconce herself within this
domestic world; a world in which she could perform her natural duties. Even though
Patsy had moved beyond traditional educational boundaries of women, she was still
expected to remain within her natural sphere.
Jefferson was also constructing a world for himself. His constant emphasis on the
importance of domesticity and the warmth of family reflected his need to have a home that
could act as a haven from the heartaches of public life that he so readily recounted. His
injunctions to his daughters were meant as prescriptions for the creation of this familial
world. Patsy appreciated her father’s need for a harmonious private environment and
recognized her role in creating such a realm. Throughout her married life, she often lived
with Jefferson; in doing so, Patsy created and maintained a loving, stable home life for
both Jefferson and her family. Jefferson constructed his family and private life as a retreat
within which he could find solace with his daughters:
Having no particular subject for a letter, I find none more soothing to my mind than to
indulge itself in expressions of the love I bear you, and the delight with which I recall
the various scenes thro which we have passed together, in our wanderings over the
world. These reveries alleviate the toils and inquietudes of my present situation, and
leave me always impressed with the desire of being at home once more, and of
exchanging labour, envy, and malice for ease, domestic occupation, and domestic love
and society, where I may once more be happy with you, with Mr. Randolph, and dear
little Anne, with whom even Socrates might ride on a stick without being
ridiculous.104

103 TJ to MJR, 2 Feb. 1791, Family Letters, 71.
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Significantly, to Jefferson, this private world was free from strife and conflicts. To Patsy
he wrote: “I pant for that society where all is peace and harmony, where we love and are
loved by every object we see.” 105 This private world he created was the antithesis of the
public world of politics in which the sensitive Jefferson felt so vulnerable. Only within this
private world would Jefferson feel sheltered from the conflicts he experienced publicly.
He therefore shaped his family to meet his needs. Jefferson’s injunctions to Patsy to be
the peace-keeper in the family further illustrated his emphasis on the need for harmony
within this private world, “Be you dear the link of love, union, and peace for the whole
family.” 106 Patsy, created in Jefferson’s image, was the person he could rely on to
provide the home life, family, and love that he required because she understood why he
needed them.
While Jefferson was in New York, Polly was again living with her Aunt Eppes and
cousins in Virginia. It was during this time that the distinctive manner with which
Jefferson interacted with Polly noticeably emerged. His letters exhibited a playful, often
teasing tone that was conspicuously absent from his correspondence with Patsy:
I have written you...four letters since I have been here, and I received from you only
two. You owe me two then, and the present will make three. This is a kind of debt I
will not give up. You may ask how I will help myself? By petitioning your aunt, as
soon as you receive a letter to make you go without your dinner till you have
answered it.107
Jefferson’s letters did not contain the same type of educational injunctions as did his letters
to Patsy. Although he exhibited interest in her studies, he did not pressure Polly to
perform in the way he did Patsy. Instead, the primary focus of Jefferson’s correspondence
with Polly was domesticity, her naturally prescribed realm. He entreated her to convey

105 TJ to MJR, 5 Feb. 1801, Family Letters, 195.
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news of home, from family gossip to nature. He often encouraged the development of her
domestic abilities: “I am much pleased with the account you give me of your occupations,
and the making of the pudding is as good an article of them as any. When I come to
Virginia I shall insist on eating a pudding of your own making, as well as trying other
specimens of your skill.”108 When writing to Patsy, Jefferson’s “language was harsh and
his imagery forceful”; to Polly, he used more gentle language and a softer tone befitting
her feminine nature.109 In later years, Jefferson maintained this subtle difference, writing
more of politics and public affairs to Patsy, who had the natural intellect to understand
such subjects. Like any parent, he determined his daughters’ abilities and potential and
treated them accordingly. Jefferson recognized Polly’s shyness and insecurities and did
not force what he knew she could not be. He was aware of her limitations not just in
ability but in character; Polly did not have the temperament to become the companionate
daughter that Patsy would become.
As with sisters in any age, there existed a measure of sibling rivalry between Patsy
and Polly, heightening during the time Polly spent with her newly married sister at
Monticello. During this time Patsy was responsible for most of Polly’s education. At first
Patsy’s descriptions of her sister’s schoolwork seem benign, “Polly improves visibly with
her Spanish which she reads with much more facility than when you went away.” But
Patsy continued by detailing her sister’s failings to their father,
She was surprised that I should think of making her look for all the words and the
parts of the verb. Also when she made nonsence but finding me inexorable she is at
last reconciled to her dictionary with whom she had for some time past been on veiy
bad terms. She has twice been thru her grammar since your departure. As for the
harpsichord tho I put it in fine order, it has been to little purpose till very lately. I am
in hopes she will continue to attend to that also. She is remarkably docile when she
can surmount her Laziness of which she has an astonishing degree and which makes
her neglect what ever she thinks will not be imediately discovered.110

108 TJ to MJE, 13 June 1790, Family Letters, 58.
109 Burstein, 191.
110 MJR to TJ, 16 Jan 1791, Family Letters, 68.
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While sibling rivalry in itself is unremarkable, the language used in this example is. Patsy
repeatedly defined herself and evaluated Polly in terms Jefferson would most easily
understand and appreciate: republican rhetoric. This was not just a criticism of Polly’s
laziness, but a comparison between the two girls. Patsy presented herself as the
embodiment of industry while Polly remained intolerably idle. Her choice of language in
this report was a recognition and acceptance of Jefferson’s lessons. Using his own
rhetoric, Patsy stated that she had become the daughter Jefferson wanted her to be; PaSsy
used Polly’s failings to provide a conspicuous contrast. To further strengthen her
message, Patsy made it clear that it was she who would correct Polly’s shortcomings, “My
house keeping and Pollys Spanish have equally suffered from my confinement. She is
beginning again to go on tolerably for so great a habit of idleness had she contracted in
one month that it has taken [me almost] another to get the better of it.”111 Jefferson’s
own tone regarding Polly’s idleness contrasted noticeably with Patsy’s and reveals the
difference in his expectations of his daughters.
Jefferson continued to respond to the physical natures of his daughters. At age
thirteen, Polly attended school in Philadelphia, visiting her father daily. Her health was
poor; she was “constantly getting colds.”112 It was during that time that Patsy wrote of
her daughter Anne’s illness: “Every moment of my life is embitered by the aprehensions of
losing her.” 113 Jefferson responded immediately with words of advice and comfort,
“These alarms and losses are the price parents pay for the pleasure they recieve from their
children.” 114 Having lost his wife and four of his six children, Jefferson recognized the
uncertainty of life. His remark to Patsy reflected his unceasing concern over Polly’s
delicate constitution. Polly’s physical resemblance to her mother magnified Jefferson’s
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concerns for her health; certainly Patsy did not evoke his fears in the way Polly did. This
physical fragility reinforced the appearance of Polly’s feminine nature. The delicacy of her
body mirrored that of her character and Jefferson noticeably relaxed his standards with
Polly.
Jefferson lowered his expectations for his youngest daughter. As he reveled in her
presence, he allowed her to abandon her letter writing responsibilities while she was in
Philadelphia. He casually remarked that “Maria is well and lazy, therefore she does not
write.”115 As Andrew Burstein correctly notes, “Jefferson never would have coddled the
indomitable Martha in this manner.”116 Polly aroused Jefferson’s sympathy in a way Patsy
never would; indeed, Polly was “was encouraged less to think than to evoke
sympathy.”117 Burstein argues that Jefferson needed to control the women in his life, yet
it appeared as if Jefferson could not—or did not chose to—impose his will on Polly.
Instead, Jefferson reacted to Polly’s feminine nature and equated her physical weakness
with intellectual inadequacy, whereas Patsy’s strength in body extended to strength in
mind.
Even as an adult, Polly’s diffidence and insecurities marked her personality.
Married at age nineteen to her cousin, John Wayles Eppes, she did not choose to live at
Monticello as her sister so often did. Polly was aware of the intellectual difference
between herself and her sister, and, not surprisingly, she believed that Jefferson preferred
Patsy’s company to her own.
Sensible of the distance which Nature has placed between my sister and myself, the
tender affection I feel for her, makes me judge what yours must be, and I rejoice that
you have in her a great source of comfort and one who is in every way so worthy of
you, satisfied if my dear papa is only assured that in the most tender love to him I yield
to no one.118
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Jefferson’s response revealed the balance that Jefferson, as an affectionate parent, strove
to achieve, “No, never imagine that there can be a difference with me between yourself
and your sister. You have both such dispositions as engross my whole love, and each so
entirely that there can be no greater degree of it than each possesses.”119 That Jefferson
deeply loved his daughters cannot be denied. How he expressed that love, and his
reactions to the girls in general, was greatly affected by how he interpreted their individual
natures; recognizing their individual personalities and capabilities he treated them
accordingly. To the strong, capable, and more masculine Patsy, Jefferson issued
challenges; to the ever-feminine Polly, he offered sympathy and indulgent affection. But
even though Polly believed that Jefferson had more in common with her sister, Polly did
not attempt to transform herself in Patsy’s image or redefine herself in Jefferson’s terms.
Descriptions of the girls by observers reflected the way in which they presented
themselves to Jefferson. They had an opportunities to interact with Jefferson’s friends at
Monticello and during the short time they spent in Washington with him during his
presidency. Although Polly “utterly undervalued and disregarded her own beauty,
remarkable as it was,” descriptions of her invariably centered on her striking appearance
and reticent nature.120 No one ever remarked on Polly’s abilities. Patsy, however,
evoked expressions of far greater respect. Margaret Bayard Smith met Patsy in
Washington during Jefferson’s administration. Of Patsy she gushed,
She is really one of the most lovely women I have ever met with, her countenance
beaming with intelligence, benevolence and sensibility, and her conversation fulfils all
her countenance promises. Her manners, so frank and affectionate, that you know her
at once, and feel perfectly at your ease with her...[Patsy is] so soft, gentle, mild and
affectionate, in disposition, voice, and manners; with a mind so refined and cultivated
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and a character firm and energetic. It is a pity that her extreme modesty throws a veil
over her virtues and talents, which is withdrawn only by great intimacy.”121
Patsy’s devotion to her children consistently evoked great praise. Her domestic abilities
were commended, as was her general character. She was known for her “patience...her
sweetness, her kindness, indulgence, and self-devotion.”122 But it was Patsy’s
relationship with Jefferson that evoked the most respect: “Never have I known of a union
between any two beings so perfect as that which almost identified this father and
daughter.”123 Observers recognized the role Patsy played in Jefferson’s life; they saw that
she created the foundation upon which he constructed his public identity. Equally
apparent was the way Patsy modeled herself on her father, how she became the
companionate republican daughter—the republican woman—he desired.

The creation of the republican woman was an extensive process. Even within a
family in which the principles of republicanism were espoused, the creation of republican
children was not a certainty. Parental and familial influence were critical, yet, as evidenced
by Polly’s behavior, they did not guarantee results. Jefferson clearly believed that only
Patsy had the capabilities to embody his republican principles. No matter how much Polly
may have envied her sister’s intellect, Polly never applied the same diligence towards her
studies; Polly never tried to remake herself in Patsy’s image. The individual and her own
choices were of primary importance.
The republican woman was not a public figure. Her political power derived from
the role she played within the home. Within a republican household, private life increased
in importance; women were responsible for the success and harmony of that private arena.
Republican women enacted various roles as they absorbed and transmitted republican

121 Margaret Bayard Smith, Forty Years o f Washington Society: Portrayed by the Family Letters o f Mrs.
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principles to their families. Within the Jefferson family, Patsy, as the embodiment of those
virtues, “was meant to be the instrument of judgment, the Head, of the family; she was
encouraged less to feel than to be responsible and make things work.” 124

124 Burstein, 192

CONCLUSION

When asked to recommend a course of study for girls, Jefferson responded by
defining the reasons for the education of his own daughters.
I thought it essential to give them a solid education, which might enable them, when
become mothers, to educate their own daughters, and even to direct the course for
sons, should their fathers be lost, or incapable, or inattentive. My surviving daughter
[Patsy] accordingly... has made their education the object of her life.125
Jefferson’s stated intentions superficially appear to ascribe to the ideals of Republican
Motherhood, but as the evidence shows, his views and actions were more complicated.
Jefferson’s opinions regarding women’s natural abilities greatly influenced his behavior
towards his daughters. The traditionally feminine Polly never would have been held to the
same standards as her sister; Polly’s physical nature prevented her, in Jefferson’s eyes,
from being able to perform to his expectations. The manner in which Jefferson educated
Patsy contradicted his assumptions of human nature and the inferiority of women’s
intellect, but it was her masculine temperament and physical nature that convinced
Jefferson of her superior capacities.
The unspoken goal of Jefferson’s educational regime was to create a suitable
republican child, not just a Republican Mother or Wife. Jefferson did so because her
physical nature was not traditionally feminine; Jefferson therefore did not respond to her
as he did most women. Her role as Deputy Son further proves how deeply Jefferson
reacted to the physical being. Although he feared the potential for women’s political

125 TJ to Nathaniel Burwell, 14 March 1818, Writings, 1411.
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power, the education he gave Patsy and the role he created for her gave Patsy—as Kerber
argues—indirect political power.
At age ten, Patsy more readily understood the change in family dynamics that
resulted from Martha Jefferson’s death. Patsy already shared a close relationship with
Jefferson; her mother’s death intensified their bonds. While Patsy was in Paris, Polly had
the opportunity to cultivate familial relations within which there were female role models.
Elizabeth Eppes, other aunts, and female cousins constituted an affectionate world in
which Polly could develop her own identity as a woman and her feminine nature.126 Patsy
did not have the benefit of such enduring direct female influences; Jefferson, fulfilling both
parental roles for the girl, formed the primary focus of her life. She developed the
characteristics in her that mirrored those of her father, modeling herself both on Jefferson
and his desires for her. Patsy used Jefferson’s injunctions as a basis for the construction of
her own identity. As he was the most important person in her life, she made certain that
she satisfied him by adhering to his demands. Even after her marriage, Patsy still referred
to Jefferson as the person in her life she loved most, the person who she wished to please
most. Therefore, Jefferson was able to mold his daughter into the type of woman he
thought she should be: the embodiment of republican principles and domesticity. Patsy
reflected Jefferson’s agenda in a way no document could equal.
Jefferson’s emphasis on the importance of domesticity permeated his
correspondence to Patsy; domesticity emerged as an important component of
republicanism and Republican Motherhood. The republican citizen’s private life became
more meaningful as he actively participated in public life. A nurturing private life, as
evidenced in the Jefferson family, psychically counteracted the difficulties of public life.

126 Daniel Blake Smith contends that women shaped female identity, Great House, 55. For the
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As wives and mothers, women were expected to create supportive home lives free from
strife and discord. These stable family lives would, in turn, help to ensure the harmony of
society as a whole. Ever wary of the potential for social harm resulting from women’s
activities in public life, Jefferson instilled in Patsy an appreciation of domesticity.
Although she was to cultivate her republican industry, she was expected to employ that
diligence towards domestic endeavors. This was Jefferson’s way of ensuring that Patsy
would not stray from her natural realm into an involvement in public life.
In Patsy, Jefferson created a suitable companion for himself: a woman who
recognized the importance of the home and family; a woman who comforted and
protected him from the problems of public life; a woman who respected the republican
beliefs and sense of duty which kept him in that public arena. She appreciated Jefferson’s
civic responsibilities and recognized the correlation between the public and private. Patsy
created an private environment in which she could provide emotional support to her
father: a domestic world based on republican principles. In this sense, Patsy became a
quasi-partner to Jefferson; a distortion of the Republican Wife in the body of a Deputy
Son. Of particular significance is the manner in which Patsy presented herself. Her
correspondence illustrates the persona she revealed to Jefferson; descriptions of Patsy
mirror and support this image. The evidence suggests that Patsy successfully absorbed
Jefferson’s principles and injunctions into her character; she purposely constructed her
character and abilities within the framework Jefferson provided.
The concepts of Republican Motherhood, Republican Wife, and other theories are
necessarily imperfect. As intellectual constructs imposed on women’s lives, they cannot
accurately represent the actual lived experiences of the women they purport to
characterize. But they do grant means by which those women’s lives may be interpreted.
As the lives of Jefferson’s daughters reveal, the creation of a republican woman was not
guaranteed merely by the avowal of republican principles, nor was the republican woman
an immediate or simplistic construction. Patsy embraced Jefferson’s injunctions and
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became the republican daughter/son he wanted. As a mother, she was responsible for
raising her children to be virtuous citizens. As a wife, she was expected to be a supportive
yet deferential partner. Within both roles she was responsible for the creation and
maintenance of the private sphere to which Jefferson believed she naturally belonged.
Patsy enacted many roles; she was more than just a mother, wife, daughter, or son: she
was a republican woman.
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